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Preface to the 2001 Edition



Cicadas sing sweetly in the distance, the smell of the willows finds its way nearby, and the fan-shaped leaves of ginkgo flicker from the trees. I’m walking slowly through the memories of a long-ago Midwestern day, searching again.

I started simply. Asking people questions. Reading the latest news article or book on the inexplicable. I scrolled microfilm files for old cases. Then I ventured out into the field. Many, many times I walked the walk. Trekking through an Illinois farmyard with a game warden, I wondered if he was serious when he told me the report of a black panther was merely a beaver. Getting scratched on the face with itchy weeds, as the spring peepers played the music of the hunt, I looked for tracks and found some. And then I went on the next quest, and the next.

This eventually led to my first solo book, Mysterious America. Now, almost a quarter of a century and several books later, Mysterious America has become a Fortean classic and it appears I have become a celebrity of sorts. The Center for Bigfoot Studies honored me as their “Bigfooter of the Year” in December 1999. During 2000, I was named the Senior Series Consultant for a new “In Search Of” series. Mostly, I remember the personal kudos spoken in quiet conversations with the folks from Alton, Illinois to Newcomerstown, Ohio, from San Francisco to Rangeley, Maine.

Indeed, it is sometimes hard to grasp what has happened to me since Mysterious America first appeared in 1983. I had been doing fieldwork since 1960, as well as chronicling my investigations and appearing on television programs discussing unexplained and cryptozoological matters since 1969. When I wrote Mysterious America, the idea was merely to gather in one place some of my adventures along the way, and give a few insights into my treks into the unknown. The book has become a popular introduction for people who wish to understand the many mysteries that lie just beyond their living room and backyard.

Today, I live in Maine, not Illinois or California, and teach courses in research, cryptozoology, and documentary film at New England universities. And, yes, I am also a devoted father of two boys, a partner to a wonderful woman, a baseball coach, and a soccer dad who happens to take every chance I get to chronicle and investigate Nessie at Loch Ness, prehistoric stone walls in Illinois, giant snakes in Missouri, mad gassers in Illinois, panthers all over eastern North America, sea serpents off Nova Scotia, Skunk Apes in Florida, and hairy hominid sightings everywhere, all for fun and enlightenment. I have a great deal of passion for what I do; that’s why I do it.

Readers have told me for years how much they still love Mysterious America, first published by Faber and Faber in 1983 with a black and white cover, then later reprinted in 1989 with a colored one. Many of these folks have wanted another copy to share with a friend, but to no avail. The book has been out-of-print for so long that I thought it would be great to see it back in print and available for a new generation of searchers. Thanks to Paraview Press, here it is. The edition you are reading is the first major revision of Mysterious America since 1983. I have made corrections, added material, inserted new chapters, deleted inappropriate material, and located new illustrations. But I have left most of the book “as is” for historic reasons and because much of what I said in 1983 is still sound today. I hope you enjoy your journey with me, a little more seasoned and hopefully a lot wiser, as we travel through Mysterious America.

 

Loren Coleman

October 1, 2000

 

This 2007 Paraview Pocket Books–Simon & Schuster version of Mysterious America displays a cover that is in tribute to my readers. In addition to the faithful fans of my articles and books, I send out a special tip of my hat to the millions of readers who have discovered me via my daily blog at Cryptomundo. The cover serves as a special appreciation to you and other readers such as Phyllis Mancz of Ohio, who contributed the “mystery fish” postcard dated to 1904–1918, to Joe Citro, who took the great photo of me with the Crookston Bigfoot, and to my friends at Cryptomundo—Craig Woolheater, Eric Reed, John Kirk, Rick Noll, and Duncan Hopkins. Thank you all!

 

Loren Coleman

December 8, 2006

Portland, Maine








On the Road

Again…
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Introduction



The damned data Charles Fort gathered covered so many marvels, mysteries, and monsters—including unidentified aerial objects, frog falls, disappearances of ships, red rains, earthquake lights, lake monsters, animal mutilations, psychic explosions, and much much more—that if I were to name them all, the list would go on for pages. Indeed, Fort is even credited with inventing the word “teleportation.” Today, the people who study the wonders examined by Fort are called “Forteans.” The strange and unusual phenomena we Forteans research and write about is often referred to as “Forteana.” Such associations as the International Fortean Organization just outside of Washington, D.C., and the journal Fortean Times of London have sprung up in the wake of Charles Fort to carry on his work.

Charles Fort, who died in 1932, probably would be embarrassed by the subculture of followers which has grown around his work. He even refused to join the original Fortean Society of the 1920s which was begun by the likes of Ben Hecht, Booth Tarkington, Tiffany Thayer, Theodore Dreiser, Alexander Woollcott, Buckminster Fuller, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Clarence Darrow, Burton Rascoe, John Cowper Powys, and other intellectuals. Fort would have laughed not a little that annual conferences are now held entitled “Fortfests” and that seminars on cryptozoology (the study of hidden animals, i.e., monsters) are commonplace.

I discovered the works of Charles Fort in the late 1950s and soon joined the leagues of Forteans. In the 1960s, I began a ten-year correspondence with the late zoologist Ivan T. Sanderson who once wrote: “I am a ‘Fortean’ and very proud to be labeled as such.” Like Sanderson and scores of others I have worked with in this field, I am quite happy Charles Fort has influenced my life as he has. Fort was one of the first true intellectual investigative reporters; he had honed his craft long before Watergate was a household word. Through the 1960s and 1970s, as I jumped into the thick of the pursuit of the unknown, Fort’s humor and skepticism served me well. We Forteans of today are carrying on his tradition in an intense fashion—and have added fieldwork to the laborious bibliographical tasks he started in the British Museum and the New York Public Library.

In Mysterious America, I have set down my personal insights and experiences as a Fortean traveling around North America during the first twenty or so years of my investigations. I have chased monsters and mad gassers; tracked down teleported animals; interviewed scores of people who have seen creatures from mysterious kangaroos to black panthers, or viewed entities from phantom clowns to lake monsters, and more. To pursue Fortean phenomena, my travels have taken me to the four corners of the country, from the Pacific Northwest to the U.S. Virgin Islands, from New England to the Southwest. My car has crisscrossed the Midwest so many times that sometimes I think I could turn it loose and it would steer itself to the latest Bigfoot or panther sighting. I find myself going to places like Fort Mountain, Georgia, and Mystery Hill, New Hampshire, to examine strange structures built by ancient unknown peoples, or to various wooded areas in the Northeast to run down the latest phantom feline account.

Every day I open my mail (and now email) and hear about a new Fortean or cryptid event happening someplace in this nation that deserves my attention. The material rolls in an ever increasing wave, and this searcher into the unexplained can barely keep up with the demand on his investigative time. It is a strange world out there, and some people may be too busy to stop and notice. Since I have made so many treks on the trail of the inexplicable, I present this book to you, to share with you some of my excursions and adventures in Mysterious America. I hope it helps you to look beyond the horizon. If it does, and you would like to exchange information and ideas on the subjects explored, please write me.


Loren Coleman

Post Office Box 360

Portland, Maine 04112



Email: MA@lorencoleman.com










CHAPTER 1

Reflections of a Traveling

American Fortean




Our thoughts often turn to moving, weekend treks, taking vacations, going on holiday, and visiting family and friends in other parts of the country. If your thoughts also have a Fortean bent to them, if you mix your pleasure with furthering your own personal inquiries into the unexplained wonders around you, then some helpful hints toward making your next trip a worthwhile phenomenological adventure might interest you.

You can do many things at home before you travel to your destination. A hefty amount of background research, before your journey, can save you hours of wasted time in the field. I always discovered that it was important to find out what the specific locales I was going to, and through, have to offer. All researchers must ask themselves specific questions which apply to their own interests, but in general, I like to know if there are runes, mounds, monster-inhabited lakes, spook lights, Bigfoot sightings, haunted places, ice caves, panther-frequented valleys, and a whole host of more-or-less permanent Fortean wonders in the vicinity of my route or its predetermined end.

Finding these fixed unexplained locations by way of the Internet today is, of course, extremely easy, and search engines can help you put your fingertips on wonderful sources. The Fortean literature also provides some references of great assistance…if you can put your hands on them. George Eberhart’s A Geo-Bibliography of Anomalies and Jim Brandon’s Weird America are two of the best books with individual locale listings. Eberhart’s expensive book might be available in a few libraries, and Brandon’s quality paperback should be almost as difficult to run across in some used-book stores. Both are worth the effort of the search, however. Brandon’s Weird America is especially good since it is compact and offers a rather complete rundown on the individual Fortean sites. Since he used his own files as well as the items in the INFO Journal and Fate, Brandon was able to give a rather nice cross-section of what each state has or has had to offer. Weird America is a true Fortean guidebook, and Brandon’s 1983 book, The Rebirth of Pan, adds another chapter in his unique analysis of the cryptograms written on the face of America. Amazing America and other books and websites like Roadside America are less helpful in terms of weirdness and Fortean activity. These books are exaggerated collections of the biggest, shortest, oldest, usually man-made attractions along the way. In fact, it serves as a good negative guidebook for it lets you know some things to avoid.

You might also be tempted to refer to Space-Time Transients and Unusual Events by Michael A. Persinger, but the book is a teaser; while listing some spots from the author’s computer printouts, it really leaves a lot out. And be on your guard, too. The database is slanted towards Fortean phenomena, as seen through the pages of Fate. Because a couple of active writers (myself and Jerry Clark) did many pieces on Illinois mysteries, the book has a map demonstrating the especially active nature of Illinois Forteana, which is probably not really the case.

Salvatore Trento’s In Search of Lost America, Barry Fell’s America B.C., and others are good starting places if you are looking for ancient anomalous sites. Trento’s works, all of them, are very good sources for geographical mysteries, and are recommended highly. The National Geographic’s Guide to Ancient Treasures is excellent for its detailed highway route and byway travel tips to archaeological wonders. Also, as I discuss elsewhere (Chapter Three), ancient sites labeled “devil” should be at the top of the list of sites you should seek out.

On certain other topics, such as where Bigfoot has been seen, John Green’s The Apes Among Us gives an easy state-by-state breakdown to follow. The Field Guide to Bigfoot, Yeti, and Other Mystery Primates Worldwide and Cryptozoology A to Z are useful, of course, in this realm. Peter Costello’s In Search of Lake Monsters does a fairly complete job of indicating where to find the watery beasts, and the novice will find it of assistance. Mysterious America’s Chapter Nine and Appendix VI give specific data on monster-inhabited lakes. Articles with seed catalogue-type presentations can be treasure troves of information on specific locations of particular phenomena. Mark A. Hall’s spook light listing (see Appendix II) still ranks as my favorite; it is very detailed concerning what to expect to see and where. Patrick Huyghe’s The Field Guide to Extraterrestrials, and his and his co-authors’ other books in the series (The Field Guide to UFOs and The Field Guide to Ghosts and Other Apparitions) are likewise extremely helpful for narrowing your focus.

Falls of strange items from ice to frogs, for example, appear to be one-shot affairs, but it is always good to understand a locale in terms of its total Fortean history. Falls, strange appearances, and permanent phenomena are natural candidates for lists, and Fortean Times and the INFO Journal articles on these topics pinpoint the sites of the occurrences. The Appendices of this book contain a good collection of Fortean lists. For example, Appendix III, on the appearance of out-of-place crocs and ’gators, is an illustration of a seed catalogue worth having; another is David Fideler’s old, enjoyable, but hard-to-find listing of kangaroo sightings in the Anomaly Research Bulletin. Tom Adams’ Stigmata has had many articles and maps on the mystery of the cattle mutilations, for those interested in pursuing such stories. You just can’t beat a good list.

Overall, these books and articles should give you a fairly good idea about where to target some of your efforts on your trip, as should Mysterious America. After going through the literature, you may wish to contact researchers who have done extensive fieldwork in the locale of your interest. The best way to locate such individuals is by taking a deeper dip into the vast underground pool of Fortean organizations, newsletters, and journals. Contact through the Internet is fast today and links can be made via Fortean Times, Fate, The Anomalist, INFO, NEARA, and others. Personally I enjoy finding out about the most recent activity in an area I am heading for. Colleagues and associated researchers can often give me a lead, but another way to discover if anything unusual is hopping is by reading the local area’s newspapers before I take my journey. Today, this is much easier with online access. On the road, I also often stop at the regional weeklies to inquire about any local folklore or any local, well-known wonder like the Devil’s Tramping Ground, the Lake Champlain Monster, etc. These Fortean fishing trips are lots of fun. Sometimes I am casting out a line for a Bigfoot account, and I reel in a close encounter with a giant snake. It’s amazing what a Fortean investigator can come up with; it certainly keeps me on my toes.

While getting to and going through an area, I try to pick up books written by local people on the regional folklore. (See the Bibliography for the names of some of these classic books.) Sometimes I come across some intriguing maps which have captured local legends in little pictures with quaint names, like the Cape Anywhere Sea Serpent, the Buried Treasure of Someplace Canyon, or the Headless Horseman of This Valley or That. These legends are often new to me because they are part of the local people’s traditions which have not yet been widely publicized in books or on television programs. Undiscovered wonders still do exist. Finding such a Fortean gem can make a trip very worth your time and toil.

Another resource for finding out what unexplained happenings and places abound in any given province is simply talking to the local folks. Full-service gas station attendants and the employees of locally-owned sandwich shops are a gold mine of information, if you take the time to get out of your automobile or SUV and chat with them. The people at flea markets, craft shops, and yard sales know a good deal about the countryside, and often are willing to share with you some unique incident or story if you are friendly and unjudgmental.

The worst possible source of Fortean knowledge, I have discovered, is located at the so-called “Information Bureaus.” These sandtraps of the American vacationer give out little more than some insights into the nearest or newest tourist attraction. If you go to them with anything more than a specific question about a specific location, don’t expect much satisfaction. They have been able to tell me where, for example, a well-known haunted house was, but frequently an information bureau has not been able to direct me to an interesting creek close at hand; I had to get that information from a service station operator. I should also warn you about “Mystery Spots.” In nearly all cases, these tourist attractions are optical illusions. Unfortunately, some completely worthwhile and top-notch Fortean sites have been labeled a “mystery” something or other. The most famous example of this is the 4000 B.P. megalithic structures at North Salem, New Hampshire, entitled collectively “Mystery Hill,” a spot well worth a detour. A word to the wise will save you some time, either way.

Well, with all these hints and warnings in mind, it is time to take your trip. Get your laptop, tape recorder, camcorder, digital camera, paper, pen, and money and take a Fortean adventure. With careful planning, a little research, and some friendly questions along the way, your journey anywhere in Mysterious America can be rewarded with some interesting Fortean and cryptozoological discoveries. Enjoy yourself. And help enlighten others after your return.









CHAPTER 2

A Couple of Side Trips

into the Unknown




For the decade I lived in the Boston area, I sometimes would forget how driving from the urbanized East Coast of the United States into the Midwest is a culturally shocking event. The megapolis of the Washington–New York–Boston complex often stymies life and the natural world, as well as the imagination of man. Despite some articles in recent years about the encroachment of wildlife into North American cities, these fingers of urban nature are generally nothing more or less than the occasional raccoon, opossum, or deer. Only when you get away from the overcrowded, concrete jungle do you find the kind of space, the corridors of vegetation, that allow the creatures of the netherland to roam freely. New England is beautiful and wild, but the temperate climate and open territory of the Heartland has reserved a special place in its soul for the kind of unknown animals I love to pursue. Be they ape-like, feline-formed, or thunderbird-shaped, the beasts of the Midwest make a Fortean’s drive through Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois an exciting trek. From just such a journey, here are some stops along the way.

Phantom Panthers

Westerville, Ohio, is a mere mile from Interstate 270, the vast ring of highway that keeps the sprawl of Columbus so neatly contained. Interstate 270, like the others of its kind in America, serves as a barrier separating wildlife from man, and suburbs from the city. But Westerville is not a suburban community of square little houses and clipped lawns; rather, Westerville is a gathering of cornfields, of country roads where speed limits are difficult to enforce, of homes and farmhouses here and there, and, of course, trailer courts.

Most cities in the U.S. move their corporate limits into an area and along with the new sidewalks, stop signs, and sewage systems, they also introduce zoning laws that quickly eliminate trailer courts. This forces mobile home parks to move beyond the new city limits. In a way, the residents of trailers are becoming the new pioneers of our civilization. They relocate on the edges of the country, often with nothing more than a thin sheet of metal between them and the unknown. As quite a few researchers have discovered, many occupants of trailer courts find their confrontations with the unexplained more frequent than they desire. My travels have led me to quite a number of trailers and their owners.

Following up on a lead supplied by David Fideler and enhanced with information from Mark A. Hall, I stopped by the Lake Estates Home Park in Westerville, Ohio, to check on the recent accounts of a panther seen thereabouts in June 1979.

Elusive, phantom panthers are nothing new to central Ohio. Back in 1947, Stanley Belt saw one near Kirkwood. The reports have come in periodical waves since then. Black panthers have been seen in virtual flaps in 1955, 1962, and 1973, in the Urbana-Springfield region of the state, and the Bluffton area was the site of some activity in 1977. Ron Schaffner’s investigations of 1978 revealed sightings near Minerva. Not too surprisingly, the phenomena continue still.

Starting in late May 1979, Delaware County Sheriff Bill Lavery began getting calls from residents who claimed to have spotted a large cat-like animal, a “cougar.” In the village of Delaware, a big feline had killed some sheep, and in nearby Sunbury, some people had actually spied the cat. As with the Bluffton, Ohio, panther reports I investigated in 1977, [see Creatures of the Outer Edge (Warner 1978) pp 209-217; or “Phantom Panther on the Prowl,” Fate November 1977, pp 62-67] the pattern of livestock kills, sightings, and footprint finds was repeated in Delaware County, Ohio, in 1979.

In the midst of all of this “cougar” activity, the animal made a visit to the Lake Estates trailer court. Charles and Helen Marks, co-managers of the court for three years after having moved from Toledo, did not think they were going to get involved in “cougar tracking,” when suddenly on June 10, 1979, they found huge footprints at their doorstep.

This is the way Charles Marks described the course of events to me: “Someone had called the police, and said that the night before, they were fishin’ out here (at the little lake next to the trailer court). See we got a lot of good fish in this lake here. It’s stocked. He was out fishin’ and he’d seen these prints. Then he called the Delaware sheriff, and they came down Sunday morning. The guy showed them the prints; he’d staked them all out. Then we hightailed it out here to see what was going on.” Helen Marks added: “We didn’t know if it was a dead body or something. But it was these prints, some with claws, some without.”

Charles Marks had some plaster of paris from the time he had repaired a broken leg of a pet, and Marks tried his hand at making some casts. His wife, in the role of “operations director,” told Charles to make a cast of the more exciting clawed tracks, and thus these were the ones shown to the police. The authorities quickly labeled them “dog prints,” an excuse familiar to anyone interested in mysterious feline accounts.

The Markses found over 200 prints in the small muddy and grassy fields across from their trailer and next to the little lake. They are convinced they had discovered “cougar” prints, for they also came upon a patch of vegetation with clear signs of where the animal had lain. Helen Marks recalled: “And you could even see the tufts of grass sticking up between the place the head had rested, and the five-foot-long depression where the body was.”

Later on that eventful Sunday, three boys were out playing in their “fort” behind the trailer court, the discovery of the prints unbeknownst to them. Quite suddenly, they encountered a large, tan panther in a tree. Donnie Grady, 12, said the cat jumped from the tree, landed on all fours, and fled. Ricky Smith, 10, obviously taking the encounter very personally, told of how the thing “looked at me and jumped from the tree.” Travis, Ricky’s eight-year-old brother, said, “When it growled, I saw those BIG front teeth.” The boys, residents of the trailer court, later saw the “cougar” on a nearby roadway, and then learned of the Markses’ discovery of the prints.

More reported encounters with the panther took place the following week in June. A woman on nearby Fancher Road was taking out some trash when she met the big cat—and promptly fainted. Other sightings filled the newspapers for a few days, but like many elusive creatures of the borderland Midwest, this one too faded from the view and the minds of the residents of central Ohio.

The percipients of such incidents, however, do not so quickly forget the events which touched their lives. This came clearly into focus in Illinois.

Big Birds

On July 25, 1977, as 10-year-old Marlon Lowe played outside his family home along open fields near Kickapoo Creek, two giant birds passed over. One suddenly swooped down to grab the boy, carrying him a few feet before dropping him, apparently because of his frightened mother’s screams. The incident occurred in front of seven witnesses, all of whom described exactly the same thing: two huge, coal-black birds with long, white-ringed necks, long curled beaks, and wingspans of 10 or more feet. [See Creatures of the Outer Edge pp 225-227; and Fortean Times 24: 10-12.] My brother, Jerry Coleman of Decatur, Illinois, had been able to interview Marlon, Ruth and Jake Lowe on two occasions in 1977, within hours of the incident. During my 1979 trip I planned to reinterview the Lowes and inquire into the occurrences since the time of their encounter.

Their trailer had not changed any since the photographs Jerry had taken in 1977, and the prophetic black eagles on the mobile home’s shutters were still there to greet us.

Ruth Lowe was cautious, to say the least. This was a woman who had obviously been hurt, but I was soon to hear the surprising depths of this sorrow. And harassment.

After Marlon Lowe was lifted into the air, and the media had carried the story, individuals started leaving dead birds on the Lowes’ front porch. Right after the first press mention, Ruth Lowe found a “big, beautiful eagle” spread out at the foot of their door. The next day, a circle of six birds was placed there. The authorities seemed unable or unwilling to help the Lowes.

The dimension of the human tragedy was great for this family. Turning to my brother, Ruth Lowe asked: “You know how red Marlon’s hair was? He had the reddest hair you’d ever want to see on a kid.”

Lowering her tone, she continued, “Well, he wears a hat all the time now. For a year the kid won’t go out after dark. I started coming home early before he got off the bus to clean off the front porch. I had hawks, owls, you name it, I had ’em on the front porch here. And I started coming home early from work just to clean off that front porch. Now that’s when I started getting hysterical when I found all the birds, the little notes, and got all the telephone calls. But about a month after it happened, I was washing his head, and I mean to tell you, the only red hair he had on his head was just the top layer. It was just as gray as could be.”

After the initial shock, and her mistake of telling Marlon sent him into hysterics, Ruth Lowe cut his hair short and debated whether to put a color rinse on it. She reflected: “It grew out. It’s not a red. It’s not a blond. It’s a gray.” And the reason for the change was not shadowy to Marlon’s mother: “It was the shock of it. And we are still putting up with a lot. The poor kid gets in one or two scraps a week.”

Subdued, Ruth Lowe observed: “They called him ‘Bird Boy.’ He’s quite a fighter now.”

The event itself still haunted her. “I’ll always remember how that huge thing was bending its white-ringed neck, and seemed to be trying to peck at Marlon, as it was flying away,” Ruth Lowe commented, in a new detail which did not come out two years before. Although she said the massive size of the bird reminded her of an ostrich, the bird itself looked like a condor. She had spent some long hours in the local library looking for a clue to what she had seen. She was certain that it was not a turkey vulture, as an area constable would have her believe.

“I was standing at the door, and all I saw was Marlon’s feet dangling in the air. There just aren’t any birds around here that could lift him up like that,” Ruth Lowe told us.

And then there were the other sightings, which had continued quietly in the Lawndale area. In nearby Lincoln, one of the big birds was flying down the middle of the main street, when the cab company’s dispatcher yelled over the radio: “There goes that son-of-a-gun now.” But his report was silenced.

A December 1977 account of the killing of one of the birds was similarly kept under wraps for fear of ridicule. Apparently a woman was on her way to work in Beason when she saw something like a “man standing in the road with something over its arms.” (A description which conjures up the images of Mothman.) The woman collapsed, was hospitalized, and recovered some time later. A group of men, hearing of this report from the local grapevine, went out to the spot, killed a large bird, and burnt it. Whether it was one of the big birds will never be known, but this kind of story demonstrates the level of emotion these creatures can activate in such generally calm Midwestern towns as Lawndale.

Ruth Lowe’s sister-in-law was even involved in a frightening big bird run-in at Belleville, Illinois. A large bird landed on top of one of the mobile homes in the trailer park where she lives. The thing flapped its wings once, took off over the trailers, and left many residents gasping in disbelief at its 18-foot wingspan. Needless to say, this creature was the talk of the trailer court for some weeks thereafter.

The local reports and the memories have given the Lowe family many haunted moments, for as Ruth Lowe knows and quietly told me: “They’re still around here!”

The Lawndale, Illinois, incident is a modern, real-life enactment of a kind of episode portrayed in folklore all over the world: the attempted abduction of a child by a thunderbird. Today, this remarkable sighting is regarded as one of the most important avian cryptozoological events ever to have been investigated.









CHAPTER 3

Devil Names and

Fortean Places




When Western Europeans landed in the New World and began spreading across what was later to become America, they discovered what the Amerindians already knew…there were some strange places in this new land. Certain locations were “strange” because the early explorers and settlers would see, hear, smell or feel strange things—weird globes of light, eerie screechings, sickening sweet odors, cold drafts of air as well as unknown aerial phenomena, mystery animals and other “inexplicables.” The interface between these newcomers and the decidedly unexplainable phenomena produced place names that attempted to reflect the notion that the locales were special, different and, indeed, strange. The names can take many forms, but I have long noticed an American historical acknowledgment of Forteana-ridden places by the use of the word “devil” in the naming of these locations. A few examples will illustrate this point.

Some of the more frequent sightings of California’s phantom black panthers occur in the Diablo (Spanish for “devil”) Valley east of San Francisco. The Las Trampas Regional Park booklet notes the black cat is referred to as “The Black Mountain Lion of Devil’s Hole” because it is frequently seen on the slopes of Mt. Diablo and in the Devil’s Hole area of the park. Mystery lights also turn up in the Mt. Diablo–Diablo Valley area frequently.

In 1873, a live frog was found in a slab of limestone in a mine on Mt. Diablo, and in 1806, Spanish General Vallejo encountered a man-like apparition (which had exotic plumage and made “diving movements”) while battling the Bolgones Indians. Monte del Diablo is a very strange place.

The territory known as Devil’s Kitchen in southern Illinois was avoided by the region’s Amerindians because of their awareness of its sinister nature. Southern Illinois, in general, is a frequent host to mystery animals and UFOs as well as the site of pre-Columbian stone walls which form a rough alignment between the Ohio and Mississippi rivers.

Near Grand Tower, also in southern Illinois, is a small rocky hill known as the Devil’s Bake Oven. South of that prominence is a longer hill known as the Devil’s Backbone. Speaking of the Devil’s Bake Oven, folklorist John W. Allen observes: “On those nights when the hill was flooded with gentle moonlight, visitors would report that they had seen a weird and mistlike creature…floating silently across their pathway to disappear among the rocks or in the dense bushes on the hillside. This disappearance was often followed by moans, wails and shrieks such as only a ghost can make.”

Devil’s Lake of Wisconsin has its share of geological oddities such as glacier scratches on unusual rock formations and petrified sand waves of an ancient sea, but it is the Amerindian mounds that are especially interesting. Three major effigy mounds are located in Devil’s Lake State Park. One in the shape of a bear and another, which resembles a lynx, are at the north end of the lake. A bird-shaped mound is at the southern end. Did the moundbuilders wish to acknowledge real animals or phantom creature forms that haunted the shores of Devil’s Lake?

From nearby Baraboo (a mere three miles north of Devil’s Lake on Wisconsin 123), stories were circulating in the seventies of giant ghost elephants. Or were they mastodons? August Derleth, author and follower of H. P. Lovecraft, likes this area of south-central Wisconsin because he felt it contains “Cthulhu power zones.”

During the summer of 1970, campers at Devil’s Lake complained of shadowy “somethings” prowling around their tents. Department of Natural Resources personnel stated that no bears are found in the area. However, Bigfoot accounts are well known from Wisconsin. Devil’s Lake is also the location of an 1889 lake monster report. Additionally, the surface of the lake is broken with the ghostly wake of a phantom canoe seen in the mists of cold, still nights. The place does have an aura about it. Folklore tells of an Indian maiden and her lover leaping to their deaths. In general, the site is said to be a “place of many dead.”

Devil’s Lake, Wisconsin, is a spooky spot.

 

One of my favorite examples of the reflection of Fortean phenomena via a “devil name” comes from one corner of the inland town of Chester, New Hampshire, on Rattlesnake Hill. A cavern there of “great notoriety in all the country round” bears the name Devil’s Den. According to local legends, the path leading to the cave “was always kept open, in summer and winter, by the passing to and fro of the evil spirits who frequented the place, though themselves invisible to the eyes of mortal men.”

The poet J. G. Whittier put the Devil’s Den traditions into verse, and the following two stanzas from his poem “Devil’s Den” give deep insight into bedeviled places in general:


’Tis said that this cave is an evil place

The chosen haunt of a fallen race

That the midnight traveller oft hath seen

A red flame tremble its jaws between,

And lighten and quiver the boughs among,

Like the fiery play of a serpent’s tongue;

That sounds of fear from its chambers swell

The ghostly gibber, the fiendish yell;

That bodiless hands at its entrance wave,

And hence they have named it The Demon’s Cave.



 


Yet is there something to fancy dear

In this silent cave and its lingering fear,

Something which tells of another age,

Of the wizard’s wand, and the Sybil’s page,

Of the fairy ring and the haunted glen,

And the restless phantoms of murdered men:

The grandame’s tale, and the nurse’s song

The dreams of childhood remembered long;

And I love even now to list the tale

Of the Demon’s Cave, and its haunted vale.



Simply stated, the strange events of the past are often remembered in the geographical names of the area. Place names can be a Fortean’s clue to the “haunted vale.” By 1983, I had found one hundred and twenty-five places with “devil names” in the United States, and I am finding more correlations with this list and Forteana every day. (See Appendix V.) I suspect many more etymological connections exist. My list of “devil names” is just the tip of the pitchfork. Indeed, Henry Franzoni, a researcher living in the Pacific Northwest with a remarkable names database, told me that as of 1998, he had found 2,635 places named (or which were named) Devil, Diablo, or Diabla in the United States.

[image: ]


In a related vein is the native Algonquian word for the Devil—“Hockomock”—which I have written more about in Curious Encounters. Franzoni has found a total of ten places in the U.S. named “Hockomock”: six in Maine, where I now live, two in Massachusetts, one in New Jersey (Hockamik), and one in Minnesota (Hockamin Creek). One of these, the Hockomock Swamp in the Bridgewater (Massachusetts) Triangle, is discussed in the next chapter. It is a place where people vanish and creatures like giant snakes, Bigfoot, Thunderbirds, and phantom panthers are seen. I first talked to Hockomock-area residents and Native Americans about the meaning of the name “Hockomock” to discover its link to the word “Devil.” Then I looked in a Depression-era Writers Project Administration (WPA) guide, the one on Massachusetts, and found it defined the variant name for the swamp, “Hoccomocco,” as “evil spirit.”

By the way, the WPA guides are wonderful books for tracking down the origins of place names. One of my favorites is the story behind Lake Manitou, Indiana. “Manitou” is an Indian word demonstrating some power and connection to the unknown—“The Great Spirit,” similar in a fashion to what we are talking about here regarding “devil.” According to the WPA guide for Indiana, Lake Manitou was inhabited by three “monster devilfish” that began destroying all the fish there after arriving from Lake Michigan. “They even drove the wild game away, for when the buffalo, elk, deer, and other animals came to the lake to drink, fearsome serpentine tentacles shot out and dragged them beneath the surface of the murky water.” The prayers of the Natives exterminated the monsters and out of gratitude, they named the lake after the Great Spirit. While the exact details of the encounters may be shrouded in folkloric overtones, the underlying nature of such stories are an intriguing bit of evidence for some historical links to real events, as we have seen over and over again. The land reveals its secrets for those who wish to look.

The United Kingdom, likewise, abounds with fertile devil sites for the curious researcher. Evan Hadingham in Circles and Standing Stones writes: “There are countless names and stories connecting ancient sites with giants and devils, such as the Devil’s Arrows alignments at Boroughbridge, Yorkshire, or the name Devil’s Quoits associated with Stanton Drew.”

Geographical “devil names” worldwide may indicate, as they seem to in America, locales high in Fortean energy and strangeness. These places deserve some extra attention, for from the stray sod to the fairy ring, from the haunted glen to the Devil’s Den, there lies many a riddle to unfold.









CHAPTER 4

Things That Go Bump

in the Bay State




The Bay State’s heritage of hauntings, both real and imagined, goes back nearly three centuries to the Salem witch hunt of 1692. That brief hysteria of accusations, trials, and twenty executions has been documented and analyzed so often that the phrase “Salem witch trials” has passed into household usage. The same cannot be said of Massachusetts’ myriad other recorded incidents of hauntings, cursed apparitions, and unusual phenomena. Yet one need not look far to find a rich harvest of the mysterious.

The Hoosac railroad tunnel that runs through the Berkshire Mountains has been associated with spooky incidents for more than a century. Its construction cost more than $15 million and 200 lives, and legend has it that the tunnel’s dead do not rest easy.

On March 20, 1865, two explosives experts, Ned Brinkman and Billy Nash, were buried under tons of rock when their foreman, Ringo Kelly, accidentally set off a blast of dynamite. Kelly disappeared immediately after the accident. Exactly one year later he was found strangled to death deep inside the tunnel at precisely the spot where Brinkman and Nash had died. Since then, many people have reported ghostly encounters with all three of the dead men.

In 1872, executives of the Boston and Maine Railroad were frightened by a moaning figure carrying a lantern through the darkened corridors of the Hoosac. In 1936, Joseph Impocco, a railroad worker, reported that he was saved from being run over by an express train when a spooky voice called out, “Hey, Joe. Joe, jump quick!” He leaped from the track just seconds before the train roared by.

Many people have mysteriously disappeared in the Hoosac Tunnel. In 1973, Barnard Hastaba set out to walk through the tunnel from North Adams to Williamstown. He was never heard from again.

 

Retribution is the motive attributed to Goody Hallet, the Witch of Wellfleet. Seduced at fifteen by pirate Sam Bellamy, she was later charged with murdering the child born of the union. While awaiting sentence, so the legend goes, she signed a pact with the devil and escaped from jail. From then on, she haunted the dunes, summoned hurricanes, stirred up thick fogs, and set out false lights to lure ships onto the shoals.

In 1717, Bellamy’s ship the Widdah was wrecked and his body cast ashore near Goody Hallet’s ruined cottage. Still not satisfied, her ghost continued to plague the waters of Cape Cod for the next eighty years, and on occasion she was sighted late at night dressed in red, dancing demonically on the Wellfleet village green.

 

Mad Meg Wesson, the Witch of Cape Ann, did not fare as well as the Witch of Wellfleet. Mad Meg wore a necklace of eels and kept as her familiar a raven with a peculiar jagged white marking under one wing. She heaved a multitude of curses in her time prompting hens to stop laying, fishnets to break, and pigs to devour their piglets.

In 1745, Sir William Pepperell led a military expedition against the French fortress of Louisburg on Cape Breton. On the night before setting out from Cape Ann, Pepperell’s troops gathered for a celebration at a local tavern. Mad Meg appeared at the door and cursed the campaign. Thereafter all military pursuits failed miserably.

One day the troops spotted a raven, its underwing zigzagged with white. One of the soldiers fired twice at the bird. His first shot broke the raven’s leg, his second shot killed it. Two days later, the army triumphed at Louisburg, and when the soldiers returned to Cape Ann, they later learned that Meg had fallen down and broken her leg. Two days later, the day of the Louisburg victory, she had died.

 

More than two hundred years later such ghostly goings-on can be dismissed as local legend or embellished half-truths. But dozens of other phenomena simply cannot be explained away so easily. Many inexplicable incidents have occurred in two “window areas,” the Quabbin Reservoir near Amherst and the Hockomock Swamp in southeastern Massachusetts, near Brockton.

On August 13, 1819, there was a huge blast and a flash of light in the sky above Quabbin. Afterward a bowl-shaped object, dubbed a whatsis, was found in the front yard of an Amherst professor. The object was about eight inches across, covered by a velvety nap of buff color, and full of a stinking pulp that turned blood red and liquefied on exposure to the air.

College authorities judged the whatsis to be an unknown form of freshwater nostoc algae. Several more of the saucers were found soon afterward and similarly dismissed as nostoc, which forms blue-green colonies embedded in jelly. Nostoc, however, has never been known to arrive with a blast and a flash of light. Nor has it been known to stink and to dissolve red on exposure to air.

Other Quabbin oddities include mysterious beehive-shaped caves in Pelham, Leverett, and Shutesbury, and the sightings of crocodilian creatures in the Dismal Swamp near Ware. Crocodiles between six and eight feet long were spotted in 1922. Since then, three crocs ranging in size from one to three feet have been captured in the swamp. Crocodilians are generally found only in tropical or semitropical climates, of course. Unless you take into account the notion that Mysterious America’s colder climes have frequently been visited by out-of-place crocs. But more on that later.

On June 14, 1972, several fat, four-foot-long eels were pulled from the water pipes in a house in Medford after residents complained of low water pressure. The eels are believed to have swum more than 100 miles through the pipes from the Quabbin Reservoir.

 

The Hockomock Swamp area claims its own share of strange occurrences. Because of its long history of evil, bedeviled, and ominous occurrences, residents have recognized this area of the state for its strange and often sinister character and have, over the years, dubbed it “The Bridgewater Triangle.” This Hockomock Swamp region covers an area of approximately 200 square miles and includes the towns of Abington, Freetown, and Rehoboth at the angles of the triangle, and Brockton, Taunton, the Bridgewaters, Raynham, Mansfield, Norton, and Easton within the triangle. Historically, residents of areas such as this one have acknowledged the haunted or bedeviled nature of these places by giving them names such as Devil’s Kitchen in Illinois, Devil’s Den in New Hampshire, and Diablo Valley in California, as I pointed out in the last chapter.

In recent times, areas of strange unexplained activity—UFO sightings, mysterious disappearances, creature sightings, and a high incidence of accidents, violence, and crime—have been labeled “Triangles.” The most famous of these is the “Bermuda Triangle.” The term “Triangle” is now a commonly accepted way of describing what researchers of strange phenomena call a “gateway” or “window” area, that is, a location of focused unexplained activity. The Bridgewater Triangle seems to be one of these focal areas.

For thousands of years, the local Indians have recognized the extraordinary character of the Hockomock area. Indian history figures prominently in the lore of Hockomock. The Indians viewed the area as especially sacred and sometimes evil. Several years ago, an expedition of Massachusetts archaeologists discovered an 8,000-year-old Indian burial site on Grassy Island in the Hockomock Swamp. When the graves were opened, the red ochre within the tombs allegedly bubbled and dissolved mysteriously, and every photograph taken of the site failed to develop. During the 1970s, while clearing a path for Interstate 495, workers in Norton discovered arrowheads, stone tools, pottery and other remains of prehistoric Paleo-Indians who may have moved into this area after the glaciers receded more than ten thousand years ago. Archaeologists were not surprised by this significant discovery because this area of Massachusetts has one of the highest densities of prehistoric sites in New England.

The question of exactly who were the first new inhabitants of this area is a matter of local controversy. On a site thirty miles up the Taunton River at the edge of the Hockomock Swamp, there is a mysterious forty-ton sandstone boulder, which has been used by various nationalities as proof that they were the first “pilgrims.” Dighton Rock, as it is called, sits on the riverbank directly across from the Grassy Island Indian burial grounds. This rock is covered by a tangled pattern of carvings and hieroglyphics. Various national groups have interpreted these carvings in a manner that supports each group’s contention that pilgrims or explorers of their nationality were the first to settle the area. Today, Dighton Rock is the main attraction of Delabarre State Park. It sits in a temperature controlled house, the walls of which are covered with exhibits that support first pilgrim theories of various nationalities including Egyptians, Phoenicians, Vikings, and Portuguese.

Many Portuguese-Americans live in the area, and lately the inscriptions on Dighton Rock have been most cited by adherents of the theory that the first settlers were Portuguese. In Lisbon, there are royal charters indicating that in 1501 Gasper Corte Real embarked for the New World and was followed in 1512 by his brother, Miguel. Neither ever returned. However, among the spidery scrawls on Dighton Rock, there appears to be the date 1511, with the abbreviated name “M-COR” near it. To adherents of the Portuguese pilgrim theory, these signs indicate that Miguel Corte Real arrived in mid-1502 and stayed for nine years. During that time, it is further theorized, the Portuguese and Indians interbred and this intermingling is supposedly the reason why the Indians of this region were remarkably light-skinned. European explorers such as Verrazano and Roger Williams later remarked upon the light skin of these Indians, known as the Wampanoags or “People of the Dawn Light.” The present day Portuguese-American residents of the area believe this characteristic was passed on by the crews of Miguel Corte Real, and that he and his crew were the first pilgrims. There is, however, no certainty to this theory. The solid carved and cross-hatched forty tons of Dighton Rock is but one of the many mysteries on the landscape of the Hockomock and the Bridgewater Triangle.

The swampy landscape, full of quicksand, rivers, and murky reed-infested pools, is not the only thing mysterious about the Bridgewater Triangle. The skies of this area also abound with strange appearances and disappearances. From colonial times comes the report of “Yellow Day” when the skies above the area shone all day long with an eerie sulfurous yellow light. In more recent times, many reports of strange lights and noises in the sky above the massive power lines that run through the swamp have been recorded. Every January, “spook lights”—unexplained elusive balls of light—have been seen over the railroad tracks that run beside the Raynham Dog Track and through the swamp. In 1973, in Rehoboth, patrons of Joseph’s Restaurant on Park Street believed they were visited by a UFO. The restaurant experienced a short power failure; when the lights came on, two large perfect circles were found imprinted in the dirt behind the restaurant. During the summer of 1978, many UFO sightings occurred throughout the months of July and August. Another major flap occurred during the spring of 1979. One of the most spectacular unidentified flying objects was seen then by Jerry Lopes, a radio newsman at WHDH in Boston. Lopes encountered his UFO on the 23rd of March. He described it as shaped like home plate on a baseball diamond, with a bright red light on its top, a powerful white “headlight” at the point on the bottom, and rows of white and red lights around the edges. Jerry Lopes saw this strange aerial apparition at the junction of Routes 24 and 106 near the center of the Bridgewater Triangle.

Finally, in the skies of the triangle, there have been sightings of large unknown birds. The most dramatic sighting of one of these huge birds took place at 2 a.m. on a late summer’s night in 1971. Norton police sergeant Thomas Downy was driving along Winter Street in Mansfield toward his home in Easton. As he approached a place known as “Bird Hill” in Easton at the edge of the swamp, he was suddenly confronted by a tremendous winged creature over six feet tall with a wingspan of eight to twelve feet. As Sergeant Downy drew to a stop at the intersection, the bird flew straight up and, flapping its massive wings, disappeared over the dark trees into the swamp. Downy reported the sighting to the Easton police as soon as he reached home. A patrol car searched the area, but the huge bird was not sighted again. For weeks after, this policeman with the feathery name was teased by his fellow officers who called him “The Birdman.” Downy stuck to his story. Of course, he is not alone in sighting these tremendous birds or bird-like creatures.

Again and again, these enormous birds appear in human history and folklore. They figure in the Indian legends of Hockomock and of many other areas throughout the Americas. Known as Thunderbirds in Indian mythology, these creatures were large enough and powerful enough to carry off a man. In recent times, these huge birds have been sighted by people in Texas and throughout the Southwest. They have been reliably reported from the Midwest since 1948. In Lawndale, Illinois, I investigated the 1977 report that one of these huge birds carried a ten-year-old boy for a distance of thirty feet through the air (See Chapter Two). Thunderbirds have also been seen in Northern Pennsylvania, in an area known as the “Coudersport Triangle.” These Thunderbirds are not the only creatures of the Netherland to have appeared in the Hockomock Swamp region. Several other creatures that occur repeatedly in human folklore and legend have manifested themselves in the Bridgewater Triangle.

The most famous creature to appear in the Bridgewater Triangle is the notorious Bigfoot. During the 1970s and 1980s, all kinds of sightings of Bigfoot, ranging from almost certain hoaxes to incidents involving eminently responsible witnesses and organized police hunts, have been reported. In Bridgewater, in 1970, heavily armed state and local police, along with a pack of hunting dogs, tracked what was reported to be a huge “bear.” Since the creature was not found, police were never certain what it really was. Although bears have not been seen in the Bridgewater area for many years, they are certain that whatever the creature was it was not a hoax. Several very reputable citizens had had a good look at the huge creature before it lumbered off into the woods, and large definite tracks were found there. In other parts of the country, people trying to make sense of the unexplained have often labeled these large hairy creatures “bears.”

Around the same time, in April 1970, there were several other reports of a large hairy creature walking upright in other places in the Bridgewater vicinity. Farmers reported killed and mutilated pigs and sheep. Another Bridgewater resident complained to the police that a large hairy creature walking upright was thrashing about in the backyards and woods of the neighborhood. Police investigated several times. One officer, lying in wait in his patrol car, reported that, entirely without warning, something picked up the rear of his car. The policeman spun the car around and when he flashed his searchlight, he saw something that looked like a huge bipedal “bear” running away between the houses. Then on April 8, police officers reportedly found tracks after a seven-foot-tall creature was seen. Nothing was found in further searches.

However, there were several other sightings in the area during 1973-1974. In Raynham, a night security guard at the Raynham Dog Track reported a series of horrible screams and screeches that frightened him and upset the dogs. Huge footprints, fifteen to eighteen inches long, were discovered in the snow south of Raynham. I discovered in my interviews with local authorities that on separate occasions several residents had reported seeing a tall, furry, man-like creature in the Elm Street/Bridge Street area of Raynham, and near the Hockomock Swamp.

In the Hockomock Swamp is Lake Nippenicket (locally called “The Nip”), a few miles northeast of Raynham. During the summer of 1980, several local men in a canoe on the Nip sighted a small, red-haired, chimpanzee-like ape, which reportedly walked upright on the lake’s island. They told me in a subsequent interview that they had landed their canoe and searched the island but had found nothing.

In 1977, outside of the triangle area in Agawam, Massachusetts, near Springfield, footprints were discovered in the snow, and again tales of Bigfoot circulated. This time police determined that the incident was almost certainly a hoax. Previous sightings within the Triangle, however, could not be explained as hoaxes. Many area observers and even the police have by now become firm believers in the weird creatures of the Bridgewater Triangle. As one police officer said in 1970, “Nothing surprises us much anymore. Last week, a motorist ran over an eight-foot boa constrictor. We still haven’t learned where that came from.”

Huge mystery snakes have been sighted before in the Hockomock region. In 1939, Roosevelt-era CCC workers, completing a project on King Phillip’s Street at the edge of the swamp, reported seeing a huge snake “as large around and black as a stove-pipe.” The snake coiled for a moment, raised its spade-like head and disappeared into the swamp. Local legends claim that a huge snake like this one appears every seven years.

In addition to legendary serpents, great cats—“lions” or “phantom panthers”—have been sighted regularly in places throughout the Bridgewater Triangle. In 1972, in Rehoboth, Mass., a “lion hunt” was organized by local police. Residents of the area had been terrorized by what they said was a large cat or mountain lion. Cattle and sheep in the area had been mysteriously killed, and carcasses were discovered raked with claw-marks. Police took casts of the animal’s tracks and used dogs and a helicopter in an attempt to track it down. Nothing was caught. But similar incidents involving phantom cats have occurred in other places throughout the Bridgewater Triangle and across the nation. None of these mysterious felines has yet been captured. In 1993, a series of reports of a “large, light tan cat the size of a Great Dane,” labeled “The Mansfield Mystery Cat,” issued from the area. Local officials took the sightings very seriously, especially after Fire Chief Edward Sliney had a mystery felid encounter of his own.

Huge black dogs, as well as black panthers, have been reported within the Bridgewater Triangle. Both of these “creature-forms” have a long history in human mythology and folklore. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Hound of the Baskervilles has its roots in the many legends of the Hounds of Hell and the Irish Pooka, those huge black ghost-like dogs with eyes of fire. In 1976, a huge black “killer dog” was reported in Abington within the Bridgewater Triangle. The “dog” ripped out the throats of two ponies. Local firefighter Phillip Kane, the owner of the ponies, saw the “dog” standing over the bloody carcasses gnawing at their necks. He said that the “dog” eluded extensive police searches and, for a period of several weeks, terrorized the community.

During the three days following the killing of the ponies police received a thousand telephone calls. Schoolchildren were kept in at recess, and many home owners and storekeepers armed themselves with rifles. The last time this “dog” was seen was when police officer Frank Curran sighted it along some railroad tracks. The officer fired a shot but “missed.” The “black dog” merely turned away and walked off slowly in the other direction. And perhaps into another dimension.

 

The coastal areas of Massachusetts are also fecund territory for weird phenomena. The sands of Singing Beach in Manchester keen strangely when walked upon; all attempts to recreate these sounds under laboratory conditions have failed.

Twice during the last century, in 1819 in Nahant and 1817 at Cape Ann, hundreds of North Shore residents reported sighting a forty-foot-long chocolate-brown sea serpent. More recently, in 1964, a sleek unidentifiable creature about the size of a seal was reported to be haunting St. Mary’s Cemetery in Quincy. The creature, described as being black with short legs and dragging tail, uttered shrill cries and always appeared near running water.

There have been a host of other random oddities in other towns around the state. On September 7, 1954, in Leicester, frogs and toads fell from the sky and landed on rooftops and gutters throughout Leicester center and on Paxton Avenue. In Pittsfield, during February of 1958, patrons of the Bridge Lunch Restaurant were surprised to see an old-time steam engine with half a dozen coaches go clattering by on the railroad tracks outside. Railroad officials said that steam engines have not operated on that line for many years. On October 22, 1973, a Sudbury woman noticed sparkling fibers gathering on wires and tree branches. When she looked upward, she saw a shiny globular object disappearing in the clear sky to the west. She collected many of the strange fibers which have been found in other places and are known to ufologists as “Angel Hair.” She then quickly sealed them in a jar before they evaporated. Scientists at the University of Massachusetts confirmed that the fibers were not spiderweb but could not determine further what this Halloween substance was.

 

One can devise all sorts of explanations for unusual events. They might be the result of hoax, coincidence, or natural forces that have yet to be understood. Psychic energy, the power of suggestion, and the fertility of imagination may be contributing factors. One might concede that supernatural or extraterrestrial forces are at work.

The public still treats such phenomena with a healthy skepticism. But there are indications that people are beginning to accept that there may be more to our haunted heritage than meets the eye. In 1974, for example, the director of the Barnstable (Massachusetts) Housing Authority allowed a family to move from one public housing unit to another. The reason: the tenants had complained that the rooms were haunted.









Creatures

Aplenty…
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CHAPTER 5

A Case Study: The Dover Demon




People often ask me what happens when I investigate a sighting; how do I hear about it, what steps do I take to verify the status of the witnesses in the community, and several other related questions. All accounts are different, of course, and require a variety of investigative methods, but in essence, Fortean fieldwork is a form of investigative reporting and scientific inquiry. To get an insider’s look at one such examination of an outbreak of sightings, I asked Walter Webb, then the Assistant Director of the Hayden Planetarium at Boston’s Science Museum, for his kind permission to publish his sterling report on the systematic investigation of the Dover Demon.

Walter Webb, the first researcher to hear about and examine the details of the Barney and Betty Hill UFO abduction case, completed the Dover Demon report in September of 1977. I follow Webb’s remarks with some of my own observations, given here, for the first time, almost a quarter of a century after the sightings.

Introduction and Background

In April of 1977 the town of Dover, Massachusetts, provided the setting for one of the most baffling creature episodes ever reported. Generally recorded as the wealthiest town in Massachusetts, Dover (pop. 5000) is a heavily wooded community situated just 15 miles southwest of Boston. During a 25½-hour period on April 21-22, four teenagers claimed to have made three independent sightings of a small gnome-like entity with an enormous head, large round glowing eyes, and long spindly limbs. In all three circumstances the bizarre creature—tagged the “Dover Demon” by investigator Loren Coleman—was allegedly spotted within a two-mile-long zone along narrow paved roads. The vegetation in this rural-suburban area alternates between wooded land and pasture, and houses generally are spaced several hundred feet apart. No UFO was reported by the witnesses.
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